Effect of interleukin 2 on fetal thymocytes in organ cultures: generation of lymphokine-activated killer cells.
Cells with cytolytic activity can be detected in mouse fetal thymic lobes cultured in the presence of interleukin 2 for 6 days. The lymphokine-activated killer cells from 14-day fetal thymic lobes are relatively resistant to treatment with anti-Ly-2 antibody and complement (CD8-) but sensitive to anti-Thy-1 and complement treatment (Thy-1+). They display major histocompatibility complex-unrestricted killing, lysing both syngeneic and allogeneic tumor cells, but will not lyse human xenogenic target cells. Low levels of cytotoxic activity can be detected in thymic lobes from Day 12-13 embryos and this activity increases with embryonic age. While the events which lead to the inhibition of normal maturation of fetal thymocytes by inclusion of IL-2 in fetal thymus organ cultures are unknown, the appearance of cytotoxic cells raises the question of whether they are involved in the normal intrathymic cell death process.